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Whatever Happened to Deconstruction? 
LOIS1YSON 
For many of us in academia who consider ourselves lovers of literature, phrases 
such as post-Saussurean linguistics and deconstructing the text evoke the kind of 
fear and loathing that the Crusaders must have felt when they learned that the in-
fidels had taken the Holy City. Although deconstruction is no longer a new 
phenomenon on the academic scene, a significant number of college and university 
faculty remain uncertain about post-structuralist theories of language and literature. 
We may well be uncertain, when works by some of the biggest names in the 
field-Luce Irigaray,Jacques Derrida,Jacques Lacan-employ such unusual language 
and organizational principles that they seem to defy our understanding and accep-
tance. Nevertheless, taken together, post-structuralist theories of language and litera-
ture do operate from a rather cogent body of premises. 
Every philosophical system has its ground of existence-God, Spirit, Dasein, Being, 
Change, the One, the Many. For post-structuralists, the ground of existence is lan-
guage. Therefore, the world is infinite Text. Everything is textualized. All con-
te:A'ts-political, psychological, theological-are interte:A'ts. What we know as litera-
ture is te:A'tuality. Tradition is interte:A'tuality. Because human beings are constituted 
by language, they, too, are texts. "Now hold it right there," I hear someone saying. 
"Human beings are texts? It sounds as if post-structuralism reduces us to our least 
human elements and then abandons us to whatever future we can have in that 
depleted condition!" Before we can know exactly what condition we're being left in, 
we must understand what post-structuralism intends by language. 
As we learned from semiotics, language is a system of signs. Every sign consists of 
signifier (word) + signified (concept to which the word refers). In its most simplified 
context-picture a person standing in an open field pointing to the only tree in 
sight -a phrase such as this tree is big seems to have an unequivocal meaning. There 
is only one tree in question and we know that a claim is being made that it is big in 
size. However, even in this apparently clear situation, many questions concerning 
signification arise. \V'hat does the speaker intend by the statement this tree is big? Is 
she comparing the tree to herself? To another tree? What other tree? Is she 
surprised by the size of the tree? Or is she merely informing us that the tree is big? 
Is she informing us so that we'll know something about the tree or so that we'll un-
derstand something about the word big? \V'hat must she think of us if she believes 
we need such information? Does she think we are just learning to speak English? Or 
is she being sarcastic? If so, why? This string of questions may seem to push the 
24 · Grand valley Review 
point a bit far, but 
and simple as the: 
can have any num 
ten helps us to lin 
taneously increa: 
saturated with po~ 
the listener as bea 
even intended) in 
tion is such a comJ 
If we stopped a 
nifier + signified + 
as a sliding accur 
Semiotics obviate~ 
the signifier refer 
tree, then the sign 
tion. And what de 
we have come to 
means the shade r 
my friends whosE 
collected, wa.xed, : 
beauty and enviro 
to a chain of signi 
signifier in that ch 
have been calling 
thus chains of sigr 
The notion that 
or even as new as 
knowledge has bE 
"things in themse 
ject.' In a sense, p 
of our knowledge 
pear to be, not of 
refer. But, just as 1 
language and its 1 
tain, problematic.' 
of the source of a 
turalist Mikhail Ba 
tions, which are n 
value-laden systet 
laden, alllangua~ 
remember a story 
duce the rhythm r 
: i o n ?  
t e r a t u r e ,  p h r a s e s  
v o k e  t h e  k i n d  o f  
r n e d  t h a t  t h e  i n -
o  l o n g e r  a  n e w  
~e a n d  u n i v e r s i t y  
g e  a n d  l i t e r a t u r e .  
s t  n a m e s  i n  t h e  
n u s u a l l a n g u a g e  
. d i n g  a n d  a c c e p -
g u a g e  a n d  l i t e r a -
i t ,  D a s e i n ,  B e i n g ,  
e x i s t e n c e  i s  l a n -
a l i z e d .  A l l  c o n -
~ k n o w  a s  l i t e r a -
;  a r e  c o n s t i t u t e d  
: : : > m e o n e  s a y i n g .  
s  u s  t o  o u r  l e a s t  
a n  h a v e  i n  t h a t  
~'re b e i n g  l e f t  i n ,  
s i g n  c o n s i s t s  o f  
m o s t  s i m p l i f i e d  
h e  o n l y  t r e e  i n  
n e a n i n g .  T h e r e  
~ t h a t  i t  i s  b i g  i n  
m s  c o n c e r n i n g  
i s  t r e e  i s  b i g ?  I s  
~r t r e e ?  I s  s h e  
t h e  t r e e  i s  b i g ?  
o  t h a t  w e ' l l  u n -
i f  s h e  b e l i e v e s  
a k  E n g l i s h ?  O r  
~m t o  p u s h  t h e  
p o i n t  a  b i t  f a r ,  b u t  i t  d o e s  i l l u s t r a t e  t h a t  h u m a n  u t t e r a n c e s  a r e  r a r e l y ,  i f  e v e r ,  a s  c l e a r  
a n d  s i m p l e  a s  t h e  s e m i o t i c  f o r m u l a  s i g n i f i e r +  s i g n i f i e d  i m p l i e s .  A n y  g i v e n  s i g n i f i e r  
c a n  h a v e  a n y  n u m b e r  o f  s i g n i f i e d s  a t  a n y  g i v e n  m o m e n t .  A n d ,  a l t h o u g h  c o n t e : x 1 :  o f -
t e n  h e l p s  u s  t o  l i m i t  t h e  r a n g e  o f  p o s s i b l e  s i g n i f i e d s  f o r  s o m e  s i g n i f i e r s ,  i t  s i m u l -
t a n e o u s l y  i n c r e a s e s  t h e  r a n g e  o f  p o s s i b l e  s i g n i f i e d s  f o r  o t h e r s .  S i g n i f i e r s  a r e  
s a t u r a t e d  w i t h  p o s s i b i l i t i e s ,  n u a n c e s ,  i m p l i c a t i o n s .  M e a n i n g  i s  a s  m u c h  i n  t h e  e a r  o f  
t h e  l i s t e n e r  a s  b e a u t y  i s  i n  t h e  e y e  o f  t h e  b e h o l d e r ;  a n y  s t a t e m e n t  c a n  b e  t a k e n  ( a n d  
e v e n  i n t e n d e d )  i n  a n y  n u m b e r  o f  w a y s  a t  a n y  g i v e n  t i m e .  T h a t  i s  w h y  c o m m u n i c a -
t i o n  i s  s u c h  a  c o m p l i c a t e d  a n d  u n c e r t a i n  t h i n g .  
I f  w e  s t o p p e d  a t  t h i s  p o i n t ,  w e  c o u l d  r e w r i t e  t h e  s e m i o t i c  f o r m u l a  a s  s i g n  •  s i g -
n i f i e r +  s i g n i f i e d  + s i g n i f i e d +  s i g n i f i e d  . . . .  T h a t  i s ,  w e  c o u l d  e x p l a i n  c o m m u n i c a t i o n  
a s  a  s l i d i n g  a c c u m u l a t i o n  o f  s i g n i f i e d s .  B u t  w h a t  d o e s  t h e  t e r m  s i g n i f i e d  m e a n ?  
S e m i o t i c s  o b v i a t e s  t h e  p r o b l e m  b y  c i r c u l a r  d e f i n i t i o n :  t h e  s i g n i f i e d  i s  t h a t  t o  w h i c h  
t h e  s i g n i f i e r  r e f e r s .  B u t  w h a t  i s  t h e  s i g n i f i e d  " i n  i t s e l f ' ?  I f  t h e  s i g n i f i e r  i s  t h e  w o r d  
t r e e ,  t h e n  t h e  s i g n i f i e d  m u s t  b e  t h e  i d e a  o f  a  t r e e ,  t h e  t r e e  w e  p i c t u r e  i n  o u r  i m a g i n a -
t i o n .  A n d  w h a t  d o  w e  u n d e r s t a n d  b y  t h i s  i m a g i n e d  t r e e ?  T h e  t r e e  i s  e v e r y  m e a n i n g  
w e  h a v e  c o m e  t o  a s s o c i a t e  w i t h  i t  o v e r  t h e  c o u r s e  o f  o u r  l i v e s .  I n  m y  o w n  c a s e ,  i t  
m e a n s  t h e  s h a d e  m y  m o t h e r  a l w a y s  s o u g h t  o n  p i c n i c s ,  a s  I  d o  n o w ,  t o  t h e  c h a g r i n  o f  
m y  f r i e n d s  w h o s e  m o t h e r s  s o u g h t  t h e  s u n ;  i t  m e a n s  t h e  m a n y  v a r i e t i e s  o f  l e a v e s  I  
c o l l e c t e d ,  w a . . x e d ,  a n d  s o r t e d  i n  k i n d e r g a r t e n ;  a n d  i t  m e a n s  t h e  p r e c i o u s  r e s o u r c e  o f  
b e a u t y  a n d  e n v i r o n m e n t a l  h e a l t h  w e  a r e  r a p i d l y  l o s i n g .  T h a t  i s ,  t h e  w o r d  t r e e  r e f e r s  
t o  a  c h a i n  o f  s i g n i f i e r s  i n  t h e  m i n d  o f  t h e  p e r s o n  u t t e r i n g - o r  h e a r i n g - i t .  A n d  e a c h  
s i g n i f i e r  i n  t h a t  c h a i n  i s  i t s e l f  c o n s t i t u t e d  b y  a  c h a i n  o f  s i g n i f i e r s ,  a n d  s o  o n .  W h a t  w e  
h a v e  b e e n  c a l l i n g  t h e  s i g n i f i e d  i s  a l w a y s  y e t  a n o t h e r  c h a i n  o f  s i g n i f i e r s .  T e : x 1 : s  a r e  
t h u s  c h a i n s  o f  s i g n i f i e r s ,  a n d  s o  a r e  p e o p l e .  
T h e  n o t i o n  t h a t  a  p e r s o n  i s  a  c h a i n  o f  s i g n i f i e r s  i s  n o t  a s  u n u s u a l  o r  u n r e a s o n a b l e  
o r  e v e n  a s  n e w  a s  i t  m a y  s e e m .  T h e  i d e a  t h a t  a  p e r s o n  i s  t h e  s u m  t o t a l  o f  h i s  o r  h e r  
k n o w l e d g e  h a s  b e e n  a r o u n d  a  l o n g  t i m e ,  a s  h a s  t h e  b e l i e f  t h a t  w e  c a n ' t  f i n a l l y  k n o w  
" t h i n g s  i n  t h e m s e l v e s , "  t h a t  k n o w l e d g e  c a n n o t  f u l l y  r e c o v e r  t h e  o b j e c t  f o r  t h e  s u b -
j e c t . '  I n  a  s e n s e ,  p o s t - s t r u c t u r a l i s m  c o m b i n e s  t h e s e  t w o  v i e w s :  w e  a r e  t h e  s u m  t o t a l  
o f  o u r  k n o w l e d g e ;  t h a t  k n o w l e d g e  i s  a  k n o w l e d g e  o f  p h e n o m e n a ,  o f  w h a t  t h i n g s  a p -
p e a r  t o  b e ,  n o t  o f  n o u m e n a .  I t  i s  t o  p h e n o m e n a ,  t h e n ,  t h a t  o u r  l a n g u a g e  w a n t s  t o  
r e f e r .  B u t ,  j u s t  a s  t h e r e  i s  a  g a p  b e t w e e n  s u b j e c t  a n d  o b j e c t ,  t h e r e  i s  a  g a p  b e t w e e n  
l a n g u a g e  a n d  i t s  r e f e r e n t s .  \ V ' h a t e v e r  c o n t a c t  i s  m a d e  i s  u n s t a b l e ,  t r a n s i e n t ,  u n c e r -
t a i n ,  p r o b l e m a t i c .
2  
T h e  o n l y  n e w  s t e p  a d d e d  b y  p o s t - s t r u c t u r a l i s m  i s  i t s  e x p l a n a t i o n  
o f  t h e  s o u r c e  o f  a p p e a r a n c e s ,  a n d  e v e n  t h i s  s t e p  r e s o n a t e s  w i t h  t h e  w o r k  o f  s t r u c -
t u r a l i s t  M i k h a i l  B a k h t i n :  t h e  s o u r c e  o f  a p p e a r a n c e s - t h a t  i s ,  t h e  s o u r c e  o f  o u r  p e r c e p -
t i o n s ,  w h i c h  a r e  r e v e a l e d  i n  t h e  l a n g u a g e  t h a t  e x p r e s s e s  t h e m - i s  t h e  d i s c o u r s e s ,  t h e  
v a l u e - l a d e n  s y s t e m s  o f  s i g n s ,  i n t o  w h i c h  w e  w e r e  b o r n .  B e c a u s e  a l l  s i g n s  a r e  v a l u e  
l a d e n ,  a l l  l a n g u a g e  i s  i d e o l o g i c a l l y  s a t u r a t e d ,  c u l t u r a l l y  m e d i a t e d .  F o r  e x a m p l e ,  I  
r e m e m b e r  a  s t o r y  m y  h i g h - s c h o o l  b i o l o g y  t e a c h e r  t o l d  u s  a b o u t  t h e  a t t e m p t  t o  i n t r o -
d u c e  t h e  r h y t h m  m e t h o d  o f  b i r t h  c o n t r o l  i n  a n  u n d e r d e v e l o p e d  c o u n t r y  m a n y  y e a r s  
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ago. Each woman in the program was given an abacus-like device, consisting of red 
and white beads arranged to represent her fertility cycle. Each bead represented one 
day and, if a given day's bead was red, she was not to have sex-ual intercourse that 
day; a white bead meant that sex on that day was safe. After several months passed, 
statistics showed that the pregnancy rate among women in the program had not 
changed at all, and social workers were at a loss to understand the problem. They 
finally discovered that women who wanted to have sex on red-bead days would 
simply push the beads over until a white one appeared: they assumed the beads 
were a kind of magic! Thus, the program initially failed because both clients and so-
cial workers were able to view the project only in terms of their own cultural, or 
ideological, perspectives. Because it is through language that we pass on our 
ideologies, it is not unreasonable to say that it is through language that we conceive 
and perceive our world and ourselves. 
For the study of literature, the implications of this view of the relationship be-
tween language and culture are manifold. To begin with, because everything is just 
another text, literature loses its privileged status over, for example, my last letter to 
my sister. By the same token, literature is no less real or valuable than history or 
philosophy.3 Most important for our purposes, meaning and value are not inherent 
in great works of art; rather, great works of art are matters of definition. If their ap-
peal lasts over time, it is because different groups of people value them for different 
reasons. This is another way of saying that no two people reading a book are read-
ing the same work. Meaning is not a stable element residing in the text for us to un-
cover or passively consume. l\'Ieaning is created by the reader in the act of reading. 
Furthermore, the meaning that is created is not a stable element capable of produc-
ing closure, but rather a multiplicity of meanings, none of which can ever be wholly 
separated from its opposite. Therefore, what have been considered the "obvious" or 
"common-sense" positions from which a text is intelligible are really ideological 
stances with which we are so familiar that we consider them "natural."' In short, 
there are no naive readings, and meaning and value are functions of the reader, not 
the text. Just as an author can't help but draw upon the assumptions of her cultural 
milieu in writing a book, readers can't help but draw upon the assumptions of theirs 
in interpreting it. Therefore, both the literary and the critical work can be subjected 
to deconstruction, the primary activity of post-structuralist critics. 
~Ihe main purpose of deconstruction is to seek a plurality of meaning in any given 
text by investigating the ways in which language is used to smooth over the con-
tradictions intrinsic to the language-mediated, cultural milieu in which the work was 
spawned. In this way, literature is opened to provide various avenues for under-
standing history, current social phenomena, the function of language, and even the 
nature of fiction itself. For example, in her deconstruction of the Sherlock Holmes 
novels, Catherine Belsey claims that the project of the stories is to dispel mystery and 
make everything accountable to scientific analysis. The text's own failure to do so in 
the case of its numerous, shadowy, female characters, she asserts, illustrates the in-
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,  i l l u s t r a t e s  t h e  i n -
a d e q u a c y  o f  t h e  b o u r g e o i s  s c i e n t i f i c i t y  t h a t  i n f o r m s  t h e  s t o r i e s '  i d e o l o g y :  " I n  c l a i m -
i n g  t o  m a k e  e x p l i c i t  a n d  u n d e r s t a n d a b l e  w h a t  a p p e a r s  m y s t e r i o u s ,  t h e s e  t e : x i : s  o f f e r  
e v i d e n c e  o f  t h e  t e n d e n c y  o f  p o s i t i v i s m  t o  p u s h  t o  t h e  m a r g i n s  o f  e x p e r i e n c e  
w h a t e v e r  i t  c a n n o t  e x p l a i n  o r  u n d e r s t a n d "  ( 1 1 7 ) .  
D e c o n s t r u c t i n g  a  t e : x i : ,  t h e n ,  i s  a  p u r p o s e f u l ,  s e r i o u s  a c t i v i t y  t h a t  s e e k s  t o  i n c r e a s e  
o u r  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  o u r  w o r l d ,  o u r  p a s t ,  a n d  o u r s e l v e s  b y  u n c o v e r i n g  t h e  u n e x -
a m i n e d  a s s u m p t i o n s  i n s c r i b e d  i n  o u r  l a n g u a g e .  D e s p i t e  t h e  t r a n s i e n t ,  u n c e r t a i n ,  
p r o b l e m a t i c  n a t u r e  o f  c o m m u n i c a t i o n ,  i t  t r i e s  t o  c o m m u n i c a t e .  W h y ,  t h e n ,  h a s  i t  
r e c e i v e d  s u c h  a  p r o l o n g e d  h o s t i l e  r e s p o n s e  f r o m  s u c h  a  l a r g e  s e g m e n t  o f  t h e  
a c a d e m i c  c o m m u n i t y ?  I  t h i n k  t h e  s o u r c e  o f  t h e  p r o b l e m  i s  t h r e e - f o l d :  a  f a i l u r e  i n  
c o m m u n i c a t i o n  b e t w e e n  t h e  a v a n t - g a r d e  a n d  t h e  " o l d  s c h o o l , "  t h e  h u m a n i s t / r o m a n -
t i c  n o s t a l g i a  t o  w h i c h  W e s t e r n  a c a d e m i a  i s  h e i r ,  a n d ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  t h e  p o l i t i c s  o f  s e l f - i n -
t e r e s t  i n c r e a s i n g l y  f o s t e r e d  b y  o u r  p r o f e s s i o n .  
P e r h a p s  p a r t l y  b e c a u s e  o f  t h e  d i f f i c u l t  a n d  c o m p l e x  n a t u r e  o f  p o s t - s t r u c t u r a l i s t  
p r e m i s e s ,  i t  h a s  b e e n  r e l a t i v e l y  e a s y  f o r  o p p o n e n t s  o f  d e c o n s t r u c t i o n  t o  m i s -
r e p r e s e n t  i t .  D e c o n s t r u c t i o n  d o e s  n o t ,  a s  s o m e  w o u l d  h a v e  i t ,  c e l e b r a t e  m i s r e a d i n g ,  
t r a n s f o r m  r e f e r e n c e  i n t o  i l l u s i o n ,  o r  c o n c e i v e  o f  l i t e r a t u r e  a s  t h e  r a n d o m  f l i g h t  o f  
s i g n i f i e r s  a c r o s s  t e : x i : u a l  s u r f a c e s .  R a t h e r ,  d e c o n s t r u c t i o n  c e l e b r a t e s  t h e  i n e v i t a l i l i t y  o f  
a  m u l t i p l i c i t y  o f  r e a d i n g s  a n d  r e c o g n i z e s  t h e  d i f f i c u l t i e s  i n v o l v e d  i n  j u d g i n g  a  g i v e n  
i n t e r a c t i o n  o f  t e x t  a n d  r e a d e r  a s  a  m i s r e a d i n g  ( a s  d o e s  r e a d e r - r e s p o n s e  c r i t i c i s m ) .  
T h e  o n l y  k i n d  o f  r e f e r e n c e  w e  r e a l l y  k n o w  a b o u t  i s  t h e  r e f e r e n c e  o f  s i g n i f i e r  t o  s i g -
n i f i e r .  Y e t ,  w h i l e  t h e  s i g n i f i e r s  i n  a  l i t e r a r y  t e : x i :  h a v e  m u l t i p l e  a n d  u n s t a b l e  r e l a t i o n -
s h i p s  w i t h  e a c h  o t h e r ,  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  t h a t  a r e  c o m p l i c a t e d  b y  t h e  p r o c e s s e s  o f  s i g -
n i f i c a t i o n  t h a t  g o  o n  b e t w e e n  t e : x i :  a n d  r e a d e r ,  t h e y  d o  n o t  f l y  a c r o s s  t h e  p a g e  a t  r a n -
d o m .  U n f o r t u n a t e l y ,  m a n y  o p p o n e n t s  o f  d e c o n s t r u c t i o n  m a k e  s t a t e m e n t s  l i k e  t h e s e  
i n  o r d e r  t o  p l a y  o n  t h e  w o r s t  n i g h t m a r e s  o f  n o n - i n i t i a t e s .  I t  i s  n o t  m e r e l y  t h a t  s u c h  
s t a t e m e n t s  a r e  i n a c c u r a t e ,  b u t  t h a t  t h e i r  i m p l i c a t i o n s - f o r  e x a m p l e ,  t h a t  i f  w e  s u b -
s c r i b e  t o  p o s t - s t r u c t u r a l i s m ,  t h e  l i t e r a r y  w o r l d  w i l l  b e c o m e  a  p l a c e  i n  w h i c h  a u t h o r s  
w i l l  w r i t e  w o r d s  a t  r a n d o m  b e c a u s e  t h e y  k n o w  t h a t  w o r d s  r e f e r  t o  a b s o l u t e l y  n o t h -
i n g  a n d  t h a t  c o l l e g e  p r o f e s s o r s  w i l l  b e  p r o m o t e d  i f  t h e y  c a n  j u s t  p u b l i s h  e n o u g h  m i s -
r e a d i n g s - a r e  i n a c c u r a t e  a s  w e l l  
I n  a d d i t i o n  t o  t h i s  k i n d  o f  a p p a r e n t l y  d e l i b e r a t e  m i s r e p r e s e n t a t i o n ,  t h e r e  i s  t h e  
w o r k  o f  s o m e  s o - c a l l e d  d e c o n s t r u c t o r s  w h o ,  f r o m  a n  u n d e r s t a n d a b l e  b u t  n o t  e x -
c u s a b l e  d e s i r e  t o  p u b l i s h ,  j u m p e d  o n  t h e  b a n d  w a g o n  e a r l y  i n  t h e  g a m e  a n d  g o t  t h e i r  
a r t i c l e s  p a s t  e d i t o r s  w h o  w e r e  i n t e r e s t e d  i n  v o g u e  m a t e r i a l  a n d  w h o  m a y  n o t  h a v e  
k n o w n  e n o u g h  a b o u t  t h e  t h e o r i e s  i n v o l v e d  t o  s p o t  a  b o g u s  p i e c e  o f  w r i t i n g .  W e ' v e  
a l l  s e e n  a t  o n e  t i m e  o r  a n o t h e r ,  f o r  e x a m p l e ,  a n  a r t i c l e  t h a t  e : x - u l t s  i n  d e c o n s t r u c t i n g  a  
t e : x i : ' s  b i n a r y  o p p o s i t i o n s  i n  a  f r e e  p l a y  o f  w o r d  a s s o c i a t i o n  t o  n o  a p p a r e n t  p u r p o s e .  
T h e  n o t i o n  o f  " f r e e  p l a y "  i s ,  i n  f a c t ,  p r o b a b l y  o n e  o f  t h e  m o s t  m i s u n d e r s t o o d  a n d  
m i s u s e d  i d e a s  t o  c o m e  o u t  o f  p o s t - s t r u c t u r a l i s m .  F r e e  p l a y  i s  a l w a y s  f r e e  p l a y  o f  
m e a n i n g .  M u l t i p l e  m e a n i n g s  s t r u g g l e  f o r  h e g e m o n y  i n  a n y  g i v e n  r e a d i n g ,  a n d  t h e y  
a r e ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  t h e  p r o d u c t s  o f  p e r s p e c t i v e ,  c o n t e : x i : ,  a s s o c i a t i o n .  O n e  w a y  t o  i n t e r p r e t  
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a te:x.'t "deconstructively" is to articulate as many of the meanings as one can find and 
map their relationships. But one does this for a purpose: to make a point about the 
te:x.'t, the culture informing its creation, the author, or the readership. As in any article 
worth reading, some point must be made. Anyone who uses deconstruction as an 
end in itself is using it for the wrong reason. It might be useful to remind ouselves, at 
this point, that the celebration of free play, originating with Jacques Derrida, is only 
one strand in Derrida's thinking. It is balanced, in his work, with a logical rigor that 
one could wish more practitioners had imitated. 
Another reason, I think, for the failure of deconstruction to find a warm welcome 
in mainstream academia is the prevalence there of romantic nostalgia for what post-
structuralism considers myths, such as the view of the te:x.'t as the product of mys-
terious creation and the belief that value and meaning are inherent in texts. As the 
centuries fly by, we seem to lose more and more of what little comfort and stability 
Western civilization was able to carve out of life during the Middle Ages. I don't 
think we'll ever really get over the loss of God (I don't think we'll live long enough as 
a species to do so) because, in God, we had an answer, a response to that yearning 
for the Other in the bottomless pit of our collective stomach. In losing God we lost 
home, parents, siblings, spouse, lover, everything. Our best shot at a substitute was 
humanism, the belief that the individual human being is the unit of value and mean-
ing. And I think it is the fear that post-structuralism undermines humanism that 
bothers so many of us. For the beliefs that post-structuralism labels romantic myths 
are humanist beliefs: they are based on the notion that an individual author puts 
meaning into his or her work and readers discover it. What is meaning if it can be 
endlessly deconstructed into more and contradictory meanings? Certainly, it can be 
nothing to rely on in this world where there is already so little to rely on. It can be 
nothing capable of getting us through a long and lonely winter night. We need the 
familiar comfort of closure. 
Connected with the impulse to protect and preserve humanism is, I think, the 
desire to believe in the possibility of innocence, which keeps alive wonder. Ideol-
ogy seems somehow deliberate, mechanistic, cold, inhuman. It's something we as-
sociate with Soviets, freezing weather, manipulation, e..x-ploitation. It runs contrary to 
the American ideal of the rugged individual who "cain't talk too good" but is sincere 
and motivated by genuine feelings rather than by intellectualism or by anything that 
could be even remotely related to ideology. Innocence is associated with the source 
of wonder: if all the mysteries are solved, we'll lose the child-like appreciation of 
beauty we value so highly; we'll lose our ability to feel under the crushing heel of in-
tellect. I foolishly told my date, during a heated discussion of post-structuralism one 
evening, "You're afraid that if you understood what made a book tick, you wouldn't 
be able to get it up for the te:x.'t anymore." I think that what I said to him is somewhat 
true of all of us: we want to "master" the text, to "penetrate" its depths and, at the 
same time, maintain its mystery so that we will continue to desire to penetrate and 
master it. 
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F i n a l l y ,  I  d o n ' t  t h i n k  w e  c a n  i g n o r e  t h e  p o l i t i c a l  i m p l i c a t i o n s - t h e  m a r k e t p l a c e  
c o n s i d e r a t i o n s - i n v o l v e d  i n  t h e  w h o l e s a l e  r e j e c t i o n  o f  p o s t - s t r u c t u r a l i s m  b y  s o m e  
s e g m e n t s  o f  a c a d e m i a .  W h e t h e r  t h i s  r e j e c t i o n  t a k e s  t h e  f o r m  o f  t h e  a v o i d a n c e  i n  
o n e ' s  o w n  w r i t i n g  o f  t h e  i s s u e s  r a i s e d  b y  p o s t - s t r u c t u r a l i s m  o r  t h e  a v o i d a n c e  o f  a d e -
q u a t e  c o v e r a g e  o f  t h e s e  i s s u e s  i n  t h e  c l a s s r o o m ,  i t ' s  h a r d  t o  b e l i e v e  t h a t  t h e  u n d e r l y -
i n g  c a u s e  i s  l a c k  o f  f a m i l i a r i t y  w i t h  t h e  t h e o r i e s  i n v o l v e d .  A c a d e m i c  p r o f e s s i o n a l s  
a r e  n o t h i n g  i f  n o t  g o o d  r e a d e r s ,  a n d  t h e  p r i n c i p a l  t e x t s  h a v e  b e e n  a v a i l a b l e  i n  
E n g l i s h  f o r  t o o  l o n g  a  t i m e  ( a n d  w i t h  t o o  m a n y  g o o d  s e c o n d a r y  t e : x " t s  t o  f a c i l i t a t e  
s t u d y )  t o  c l a i m  i g n o r a n c e  a s  a n  e x c u s e .  W h i l e  i t  m i g h t  b e  p o s s i b l e  t o  b l a m e  s o m e  o f  
t h e  o p p o s i t i o n  t o  p o s t - s t r u c t u r a l i s m  o n  l a c k  o f  i n t e r e s t ,  a b i l i t y ,  o r  e n e r g y ,  o r  e v e n  o n  
t h e  f e a r  t h a t  p o s t - s t r u t u r a l i s t  t h e o r i e s  a r e  b e y o n d  o n e ' s  c o m p r e h e n s i o n ,  t h e s e  
r e a s o n s  c e r t a i n l y  c a n ' t  a c c o u n t  f o r  t h e  d e g r e e  o f  o p p o s i t i o n  w e  s t i l l  s e e  a m o n g  t h e  
m a j o r i t y  o f  i n t e r e s t e d ,  b r i g h t ,  e n e r g e t i c  f a c u l t y  m e m b e r s  w h o  h a v e  t h e  c o n f i d e n c e  
e n g e n d e r e d  b y  t h e  a t t a i n m e n t  o f  a n  a d v a n c e d  d e g r e e ,  n u m e r o u s  p u b l i c a t i o n s ,  a n d  a  
s u c c e s s f u l  c a r e e r .  T h e  l i k e l y  c u l p r i t  h e r e  i s  t h e  p o l i t i c a l  s e l f - i n t e r e s t  t h a t  t h e  p r o f e s -
s i o n ' s  p u b l i s h - o r - p e r i s h  u l t i m a t u m  f o s t e r s .  
M o s t  o f  u s  u p w a r d  o f  t h i r t y  y e a r s  o f  a g e  w e r e  b r o u g h t  u p  t o  b e  N e w  C r i t i c s .  I  w a s  
t r a i n e d  a s  o n e  w i t h o u t  t h e  b e n e f i t  o f  b e i n g  t o l d  s o .  N e w  C r i t i c i s m ,  l i k e  t h e  
b i o g r a p h i c a l / h i s t o r i c a l  m e t h o d  b e f o r e  i t ,  w a s  c o n s i d e r e d  b y  m y  t e a c h e r s  n o t  a n  a p -
p r o a c h  t o  l i t e r a t u r e ,  n o t  o n e  c r i t i c a l  m e t h o d  a m o n g  o t h e r s ,  b u t  t h e  a p p r o a c h  t o  
l i t e r a t u r e .  I t  h a d  n o  r i v a l s  i n  t h e  c l a s s r o o m  a n d  f e w  i n  t h e  c r i t i c a l  l i t e r a t u r e .  N e w  
C r i t i c i s m  s i m p l y  r e p l a c e d  e v e r y  o t h e r  m e t h o d  t h a t  h a d  p r e c e d e d  i t .  S o  f a r - r e a c h i n g  
w e r e  i t s  e f f e c t s  t h a t  m a n y  o f  t h e  p r i m a r y  t e x t s  p u b l i s h e d  d u r i n g  i t s  h e y d a y  w e r e  p u b -
l i s h e d  w i t h o u t  w h a t  h a s  s i n c e  b e c o m e  t h e  u s u a l  b i o g r a p h i c a l  b l u r b  a b o u t  t h e  a u t h o r ,  
s o u r c e  i n f o r m a t i o n ,  c r i t i c a l  a f t e r w o r d ,  o r  a n y t h i n g  e l s e  t o  i n t e r f e r e  w i t h  t h e  r e a d e r ' s  
" u n m e d i a t e d "  a p p r e h e n s i o n  o f  t h e  o b j e t  d ' a r t  I t  s e e m s  r e a s o n a b l e  t o  c o n c l u d e  t h a t ,  
i f  N e w  C r i t i c i s m  e l i m i n a t e d  b i o g r a p h i c a l / h i s t o r i c a l  c r i t i c i s m ,  t h e n  p o s t - s t r u c t u r a l i s m  
m i g h t  e l i m i n a t e  N e w  C r i t i c i s m .  " L e t ' s  h o p e  i t ' s  j u s t  a  f l a s h  i n  t h e  p a n ,  a n d ,  i f  w e  i g -
n o r e  i t ,  m a y b e  w e  c a n  h e l p  a s s u r e  t h a t  i t  w i l l  b e  n o t h i n g  m o r e "  - t h i s  k i n d  o f  a t t i t u d e  
h a s  t o  b e  o p e r a t i n g ,  c o n s c i o u s l y  o r  u n c o n s c i o u s l y ,  i n  t h e  m i n d s  o f  m a n y  o f  o u r  c o l -
l e a g u e s .  I t ' s  n o t  t h a t  t h e y  c a n ' t  l e a r n  a  n e w  w a y ;  i t ' s  t h a t  t h e y  d o n ' t  w a n t  t o  b e  f o r -
c i b l y  d e p r i v e d  o f  t h e  o l d  w a y  i n  e x c h a n g e  f o r  a  n e w  o n e  t h a t  m i g h t  n o t  b e  a s  e s t h e t i -
c a l l y ,  c r e a t i v e l y ,  o r  e m o t i o n a l l y  s a t i s f y i n g .  O f  c o u r s e ,  o n e  m i g h t  a r g u e  t h a t  t h e y  
s h o u l d  a t  l e a s t  g i v e  t h e m s e l v e s  t h e  o p p o r t u n i t y  t o  m a k e  a n  i n f o r m e d  j u d g m e n t .  
G i v e n  t h e  f a i l u r e  o f  d e c o n s t r u c t i o n  t o  i n f o r m  t h e  w r i t i n g - a n d ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  t h e  
t e a c h i n g - o f  s o  m a n y  E n g l i s h  p r o f e s s o r s ,  w h y  s h o u l d  w e  b o t h e r  t o  t a k e  a  c l o s e r  l o o k  
a t  i t  n o w ?  T h e  b e s t  r e a s o n  i s ,  I  t h i n k ,  d e c o n s t r u c t i o n ' s  u s e f u l n e s s  a s  a n  i n t e r d i s c i p l i -
n a r y ,  c r i t i c a l - t h i n k i n g  t o o l  t h a t  c a n  f u n c t i o n  a s  a n  i m p o r t a n t  a d d i t i o n  t o  t h e  N e w  
C r i t i c a l  p r i n c i p l e s  i m p l i c i t l y  o p e r a t i n g  i n  m a n y  l i t e r a t u r e  c l a s s r o o m s .  B y  p r o v i d i n g  
a l m o s t  d i a m e t r i c a l l y  o p p o s e d  v i s i o n s / v e r s i o n s  o f  l a n g u a g e ,  a r t ,  a n d  c u l t u r e ,  t h e s e  
t w o  t h e o r e t i c a l  p e r s p e c t i v e s  t o g e t h e r  p r o v i d e  a n  i n t r o d u c t i o n  t o  a n d  i l l u s t r a t i o n  o f  
s o m e  o f  t h e  m a j o r  i s s u e s  t h a t  h a v e  i n f o r m e d  d e b a t e s  i n  t h e  h u m a n i t i e s  s i n c e  P a r -
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menides and Heraclitus.5 Furthermore, by increasing students' responsibility for the 
production of meaning, deconstruction encourages them to become more engaged 
in their reading and writing and to reject the uncritical application of the scientific 
model-one "right" answer for every question-too often imposed on the humanities. 
In addition, familiarity with deconstruction can help develop critical-thinking skills 
transferable to other domains: it can help students learn to think more critically 
about issues that arise, for example, in the study of history, politics, science, psychol-
ogy, and communications. Perhaps the most important benefit it can offer our stu-
dents, however, concerns insight into the nature of knowledge itself. 
Catherine Belsey's assertion that the scientific positivism informing modern Wes-
tern culture tends to "push to the margins of experience whatever it cannot explain 
or understand" (117) can be applied to every methodology. In any given object un-
der investigation, we tend to see that which our methodological instrument is tuned 
to see, not necessarily because there is no objective reality beyond our subjective im-
pressions, but more probably because objective reality is so dense and rich that, like 
Walt Whitman in "Song of Myself," it "contain[s] multitudes" (1 1326). The most useful 
conclusion we can draw from this state of affairs is not that every methodology is, in 
its own way, correct or that all methodologies are equally useful, but that, no matter 
how correct or useful any methodology is, it is incomplete. Methodologies can thus 
be used to interrogate and complement one another within a discipline or among 
disciplines. Such a dialectical6 view stresses the interactive and interdependent na-
ture of all ways of approaching reality: changes in one approach imply changes in 
other approaches, whether or not we are aware of those implications; and concepts 
usually placed in opposing categories-for example, reason and passion, science and 
the humanities, psychology and politics-are found to overlap or inhabit each other 
in new and significant ways. The ability to think dialectically is important for stu-
dents in every major field of study, both in terms of their own education and in 
terms of the way their education will impinge on global political and environmental 
decisions made over this ne:x't crucial decade. If we can give our students some first-
hand, positive experience with such an inherently interdisciplinary way of thinking, 
I believe we will have met a real educational need 
Notes 
1. Many opponents of deconstruction indeed argue that post-structuralist theories 
are of no value because they offer nothing truly new, their major premises having 
been derived from the work of earlier thinkers. I agree that post-structuralism is 
derivative: I have found, for example, a number of Derrida's ideas mentioned 
(though often not developed) in Nietzsche's The \Viii to Power. However, a similar 
judgment can be brought against many other important schools of thought, for 
some of the most brilliant and useful Western thinking has been derivative. AI-
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